DoD plans for metrics

By GARY R. DILLARD

The Defense Department has gone beyond acknowledging

the merits of metric conversion; it is developing plans'

and implementing procedures to assure a smooth changeover

from the inch-pound system of measurement.

Every industrialized nation in the world is now
either using or converting to the metric system
of measurement. In the United States, the metric
system has been an authorized measurement sys-
tem since 1866, but only recently has Congress
committed the nation to a policy of conversion,
Our country is shifting to the system, albeit slowly,
in order to be able to better compete in the world
marketplace and to enhance the allied defense pos-
ture. The implications of conversion for the na-
tion's defense are far-reaching, and this article will
consider some of those implications, the Defense
Department's pivotal role in the conversion proc-
ess, and the status of the process in key areas.

The metric system was an issue in the United
States long before the 1866 law authorizing its use,
Secretary of State John Quincy Adams, tasked by
Congress to investigate the need for standardizing
weights and measures, endorsed adoption of the
system in 1821. Congress has discussed the merits
of voluntary, mandatory, or some form of incen-
tivized conversion ever since. In 1975, it officially
sanctioned voluntary conversion when it passed the
Metric Conversion Act; this legislation represents
the first national commitment to convert to the
metric system.

In accordance with the 1975 law, the Defense
Department is not mandating industry conversion;
it will procure metric items only after an industry
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has the capability to design, develop, test, and pro-
duce systems in metric units. Though the change-
over will be gradual, it will affect all DoD opera-
tions, systems, and procedures and every DoD em-
ployee, from the clerk working with different-sized
paper to the program manager developing metric
hardware. As one might expect, however, experts
are unwilling to project a timetable for the
changeover, because the timing of the transition
depends upon U.S. industry's conversion schedule.
This paper will discuss the impact on the Depart-
ment of Defense before, during, and after conver-
sion.

Conversion is having relatively little impact on
DoD right now. The Defense Department is just
beginning to consider metric products in most of its
procurement actions, and DoD management per-
sonnel are currently formulating policy, programs,
and tasks to resolve anticipated problems. The
specifications and standards community within
DoD is also working with industry associations to
develop metric specifications and standards needed
for procurement of metric hardware. Even though
the impact from activities now under way is
minimal, these pre-conversion planning and
policymaking efforts are important because they
will influence the amount of disruption and cost to
the department as conversion takes place. To plan
and coordinate conversion within the department
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